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Asin curtain of mist slowly 


parted to reveal lush greenery 


besprinkled with glittering droplets of . 


dew. Thin trees stood guard ‘around a 
dark pond, vines twisting and coiling 
about their limbs. Lily pads and reeds 
floated serenely across the water, and 
the high-pitched grackle of a frog 
sounded from nearby. : 

A muttered curse broke the stillness 
of the swamp as a young fellow 
stomped across the marshy ground. His 
leather boots.sank deep into the muddy 
soil, and beads of moisture pelted him 
from the trees. Light brown hair was 
ruffled atop his head, and a leather 
backpack hung from his slumped 
shoulders. A coarse tunic and leather 
jerkin covered his chest, and soiled 
pants protected his legs. He let out 
another grumble as he lost his footing 
jn the muck. 

“And see that you bring it back nice 
and clean,” a haughty voice rang out, 
“or it'll be the stables for you, Caelric 
Pinzc!” 

Caelric Pinzc spun about, glaring 
angrily at the surrounding foliage. 
“And you'll no doubt,continue on, you 
frilly-laced whoreson,” he growled 
under his breath. 

Caelric ran a hand through his hair 
and scanned the swamp. “Clumsy oaf,” 
he muttered. “It’s not every noble that 
can drop his sword in a swamp. No, 
only Lordling Hubert could be capable 
of such a feat! And does he go. back to 
rescue the fair weapon? No! He sends 
his lowly squire, Caelric "Pinzc, to 
retrieve it.” Caelric frowned. “Dung! 
Til never find it with all this mist 
about.” 

Swinging furiously at the mist, 
Caelric trudged onward. His eyes 
scanned the marsh, trying to locate the 
sword. Dark greens and browns stared 
back at him. With another swing at the 
fog, Caelric yelped as the mud slipped 
out from under him. He fell to the 
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damp ground, grumbling and growl- 
ing. Abruptly, a sliver of metal caught 
his eye, and Caelric turned. Hubert’s 
sword lay right beside him, still par- 
tially hidden by the swamp. 

Grinning, Caeltic reached out a 
muddied hand and grasped the golden 
hilt. A sudden hiss erupted from the 
shrubbery, and the squire’s heart 
skipped a beat. A huge serpent peered 
at him, its yellow fangs inches from his 
eyes. Caelric froze, staring back at the 
snake as sweat trickled down his face. 
Fot what seemed an eternity, the pair 
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glared at one another, neither moving. 

The snake jerked its head to the left 
as a tiny frog leaped into the grass. See- 
ing his chance, Caelric rolled away, 
hand still gripping the sword. He 
jumped to his feet, chopping the blade 
down. The serpent’s body snapped like 
a whip, its severed head flipping into 
the air. Its blood bubbled into the 
weeds. Smiling to himself, Caelric 
set about wiping the muck from his 
clothes. ‘ “, 

“Thank you,” said a faint female 
voice. 
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Caelric froze again. “What?” he 


retorted. —* ig 
“J said thank you,” the faint voice 
repeated. “ 


Caelric spun. around, almost losing 
his balance a third time. “Who said 
that?” he demanded. * 

“T'did. .'midown here.” 

Caelric. looked to the, groiind. “Ye 
cats!” he exclaimed. “A, ghost, and I've 
stepped onrits grdve! Forgive me,,spirit! 
I didn't’ méan-to distiirb yout,slumber.” 

“I’m, no, spirit,” thie voice answered. 
“Look down by-your,bopt:”: 

Caelric gave, his muddy boot. a 
glance.” Hesaw nothing but green 
beside it. “I don’t see you,” he told the 
voice. “Are you sure you're not‘ a 
spirit?” 

“Quite sure. Look again.” 

Caelric peered down at his boot once 
more. The small frog -who had: dis- 
tracted the serpent leapt upon it. It 
looked up at-hini. 

“Now do you see me?” the frog 

asked. 
‘An enchanted frog speaking with 
the voite of a maiden!” Caelric 
shouted. He sprang batkward, but the 
mud refused to give his boots traction, 
and-he landed in the muck. 

The frog jumped to. his side. “Or an 
enchanted maiden speaking in the 
body-‘dfta frog,” she cofrected. “I am 
Mari, daughter of Count Damon of 
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Caelric,femained seatéd,in the mud, 
staring at'the'frog: “Why did you'thank 
mg?” he finally ‘asked; _ : 

“The serpent was going tq eat. me, 
but you ‘ihterverted, You ‘have my 
undying.thanks.” : 

Caélrit blinked afew times. “if you 
afe an“enchanitess, why.didn’tyou zap 
the thing?” ~ pd 

“f-didn’t turn’vzyse/f into a frog! It 
was the evil witch who lives in this 
swamp who did it.” ; 

‘Caelric blinked again. “Why?” 

Mari’s voice quavered as if she were 
‘6n the verge of tears. “I don’t know.” 

“You ‘don't know?” Caelric rubbed 
his chin‘thqughtfully. “‘Syrely there has 


_ to be a’reason. You're not a princess, 


*are you?” 

“No. Only a count’s daughter.” 

“Well, there still has to be some 
reason.” Caélric ‘decided. “Is there a 
way td break the spell?” 

The frog's head bobbed up and 
down. “Yes, the kiss of a handsome 
young noble’ Will shatter the’sorcery.” 

Caelric sneered.-““Nothing surprising 
there,” he snorted. “Your witch isn’t 
one‘ for ofiginality. SHall we give it a 
shot?” He lifted the. frog arid lightly 
kissed it. 

Nothing happened. “You aren’t lis- 
tening;” Mari muttered. “I said a hand- 
some young noble.” 





Caelric felt, that: like "a sharp jab. 
‘Just trying to help,” he answered: 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mari apologized. “I 
didn’t quite mean it that way. I mean 
.. . oh, I don’t know what I mean! It’s 

~just that . . . it’s very unsettling to be 
enchanted, and you’te the first person 
ever to-hear me; let alonestop . . . I'm 
very glad you did.” 

Caelric smiled faintly. “Why Haven't 
you gone for help?” “os 

“This is the witch's swamp. There are 

_ guards *all around; ‘and no one-deaves 
without her permissiori.” 

*Caelric stood: up, tightly gripping 
Hubert’s’ ‘sword... ’Well, if that’s the 
case, -we'd best start out before she 
catches us.”” 

“We?” Mari exclaimed. “Would you 
truly tisk your own safety to aid me?” 

Caélric shrugged. “Tm already in 
danger. I might as well try to give you 
some help in becoming yourself again.” 

“First you slay the Serpefit, then you 
offer to free me from this swamp. 
Why?” ; ; 

“Why not?” Caelric glanced ‘about 
the misty marsh. “Now if I can find 
Hubert . . . you say you need a hand- 
some young noble to kiss you, right?”* 

“Right?” 

“Well, if we can firid:‘Hubert, I think 
your days as a frog will be over. I“hope 
he qualifies as handsome. Does-it mat- 
ter if he’s a bit . . . ptissy?” " 
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The frog seemed to shrug. “I don’t 
know. It might.” 

“Ah, well, we'll find.out when the 
time comes. First, we have to escape 
from the swamp.” 


* Ok * % 


Caelric ; : poked his ‘head out from 
behind a tree, Mari sitting atop his 
backpack. Petspitation ran down his, 
face, soaking the front of his ‘shirt, The 
palm of his hand was slippery, making 
it difficult to hold Hubert's sword. ‘So 
far, there had been no sign of the 
squire’s lord. , 

“Is it possible Hubert’ “got out?” 
#Caelric wondered. 

“Tf he’s bold and daring,” Mari 
replied. 

Caelric cursed. “Dung! The witch 
:probably has him!” 

wil take j it Lord Hubert i is not a typical 
knight- errant?” 

Caelric sneered. “Hubert’s ‘mote ‘con: 
cegned about keeping. his clothes clean 
than he is about rescuing damsels.” ‘He 
glared through the mist, and his eyes 
went wide. A shadowed form of squirm- 
ing limbs fluttered with the fog. “Mari, 
‘is there something over there?” 


Mari hopped onto Caelric’s shoulder. , 


“Yes,”,, she replied, “q] believe there; is.’ 
aAny idea what it is?” 

, {Lthink it might be a guard.” 

" Gaelric tried to get a better, hald on 
Hubert’s weapon, staring hard at, the 
misty outline. “Weil, no, need; to fight 
it. ‘We still haven’t found any,trace of 
Hubert. } guess we...” i 

“Caelric! Behind you!” 

The squire wheeled around. Plung- 
ing,out of the mist-filled sky was a hor- 
rid creature with pale tentacles writhing 
about its body, Foul-smelling, feath- 
-efed wings pushed aside the curtain of 
misty haze as.the thing dove, extending 
a forearm of razor-tipped claws., Its 
bulky body, ¥ was covered, with fur, and 
flaring ted eyes “fixed on Caelric as it 
struck. 

Dung!” Caeltic yelled, jumping to 
one. side. 

The beast. released a shrill slinieke: 
lashing out a clawed forearm. The - silver 
claws slit the mist as Caelric duicked 
down, Mari clambering into the back- 
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pack. In an instant, Caeltic .lunged 
upward with Hubert’s blade, catching 
the creature below the j jaw, It screeched 
in agony, pulling itself free of the 
weapon. A thick tentacle squirmed for 
Caelric’s. leg, and the squire hacked at 
it. The monster cried out, thrashing its 


severed limb through the air. Scream-, 


ing, it flapped closer to the ground, 
and Caelric’s sword sliced off its head. 
Thick, milky blood squirted as the 
body convulsed. Then it lay-still. 

Caelric smiled to himself, leaning 
upon Hubert’s weapon. “You can come 
out now, milady,” he boasted. “The 
danger is past.’ , 

A high-pitched wail erupted beside 
Gaelric’s ear. He spun about, and 
flashing claws slashed his arm, tearing 
fabric and flesh. Dazed and injured, 
Caelric spilled to the muddy soil, By 
chance, the sword pointed upward ‘and 
skewered the on-coming guardian. 
With a, garbled scream, it dropped. to 
the ground. 

Mari climbed free of the backpack. 

“Ye cats!” Caelric exclaimed. “Are 
you all right? I was afraid you may have 
been squashed, when I fell.” 

The head ‘of the frog shook. “I’m 
fine. But you're injured. 7 

Caelric grunted, clutching his 
wounded shoulder. “I forgot about the 
one we saw first.” 

“You could rest, you know.” 

Caeltic shook his head. “Tell heal. 
And I want to get out of here. I just 


opened an exit, but we, still haven't . 


found Hubert. That means we'll have 
to: go back i into the swamp and prab- 


ably fight our way out through more 


guards—unless we can find our way to 
this place again, which I doubt. Leave 
it to Hubert to make things more com- 
plicated.” 

The squire got up and cleaned the 
bloodied -sword on the grass. ‘He 
scanned the, marsh, noticing it went 
slightly uphill to his left. The mud 
sucked at his boots as.Caelric trudged 
back into the, swamp. A small path. 
began to ‘wind through the weeds, and 
the squire, halted. 


“Hinm,’ ,” he mused, “It seems to Jead. 


uphill. I’ve known Hubert to follow 
roads whenever he can. Theré’s a good 








chance he followed this path.” 
Securing the backpack on ‘his shoul- 
ders, Caelric started” up the path. The 

muddy. ground slanted upward, and 
the ever-present mist gradually 
thinned. Lush, green grass took the 
place of marshy weeds, and the damp 
path became a stone walkway. 

A small cottage sat at the crest of the 
hill. 

“The witch’s home,” Mari breathed. 

“That's the witch’s home? f[* was 
expecting more of a run-down old 
hovel.” He. started up the walk. 

“What are you doing? 
around!” 

“No. Hubert’s, _probably trapped in 
there. If she’s not in, we can rescue him 
with no trouble.” 

“What? What makes you think she 
won't be in?” 

“If she’s captured Hubert, he’s prob- 
ably told her about me in order to save 
his neck. In which case she'd ‘be gut in 
the swamp looking. for me.’ 

Mari stared at him. “What migkes 
you so sure Hubert would sell you to 
save himself?” 

“He's done it before.” 

“Oh? 

Caelric teached the door. 
Here we, go.” The door swung slowly 
inward, revealing a marble hall. Potted 
plants sat about a window, and sun- 
light streamed in. Cautiously, Caelric 
entered, Mari fearfully fetreating , into 
the backpack. Quietly, the squire made 
his way. down the hall, wondering if 
this were indeed the right house. 

“There doesn’t seem to be anyone 
home,” he whispered into the back- 
pack. 

Mari poked her head up. “I think 
you ‘re crazy,” she answered before 
ducking back down. 

Caelric grinned to himself, turning 
down, another corridor. Unlike the rest 
of the house, this hallway was cloaked 
in darkness. A wooden door stood, at 
the end of the hall. A.sign,. hanging 
from the doorknob, was lettered in 
large script barely legible i in the gloom. 
It tead: WORKSHOP—KEEP OUT! 

“This is the right place,” Caelric told 
Mari. ; 

“How odd,” Mari commented. “I 
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wouldn’t think she'd have’ many guests. 
Why would shé neéd a sifin?” 
” Silently now,, the’ squire stalked 


down the hall toward the door. He’ 


pushed’ the portal inward. Rusty hinges 
squealed noisily, and Caeltic winced at 
the sound. 

The doot opened i into a fooni that 
seemed half again as’ large as the entire 
cottage. Bubbling pots and hundreds 
of light- filled* jars linéd the workshop 
walls, Strange’ symbols’ were painted on 
the flodr’ and numerous boxes squatted 
on shelves.. Leather-bound volumes 
were strewn across tables,and odd f pen- 
dants dangled’ from the back of a chair. 

“No one here,” Caelric murmured. 
“I' thought for sure she’d have hidden 
Hybert i in het workshop." ‘ “ 

“Mati poked her ‘head up again. 
“Maybe she shrank him and stuck him 
in ohe of those boxes,” she “suggested. 

Caelric shrugged. Maybe. Let's give 
it’2 look.” * 

The squire approached one of the 
shelves aind picked up one of the car- 
téhs. A label on the top read: “Dehy- 
drated Dragon.” Caelric put it back 
and looked at another. Its label: said: 
“Ogre. Assembly required.” A’ third 
box’ announcéd: “Lizatd Man. Lizard 
nét included.” With a: puzzled: frown, 


Caelric pitked up a fourth carton. It’ 


had no label, so he shook ‘it. 

“Ouch! Stop that,” a perturbed voice 
commanded. 

“What ate you?” Caelric asked. 
“Thete’s no label:” 


“That's because I'm fit filled yet,” 


the voice snarled. 

Caelric = blinkéd. =“ 
understand,” he said. 

“Tm the bok!” the angry voice 
shapped. “Now put me down or I'll 
give you such a paper cut’ .”.” 

” Caelric thréw the box back onto"the 
shelf and scratched his head. This ‘was 
not your eveiyday witch’s workshop. 
Odd, ‘indeed’ 

*“Lovking for something?” a voice 
behind him asked. 

*Caelric looked ver his wounded 
shoulder td see a cloaked figure block- 
ing the workshop door. “Oh, dung!” 
he cursed. 

The’ hooded witch’ stepped into the 
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Caelric retorted, 
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room. “What are you doing here?” she 
queried. “Don’t you read?” 
Caelric hia “an uneasy step back. 
“Uh . . that is... ummm.’ 
“Don't a either, I'see," the witch 
quipped. “Any’ mote profound mum- 


_ blings 'té utter beforé I turn you into a 


wotm?” 

“A Worn?” Caelri¢ shouted, finding 
his tongue. “Why would you turn me 
into a worm?” 

The witch poihtéd a menacirig finger 
at him. “Can you think of anything 


more appropriate? You're a man, arefi't’ 


you?” 

“Something wrong with that?” 
remembering ‘that, 
despite his wounded shoulder, he still 
held’ Hubert’s ‘sword, “It seems to me 
you abuse your sorcery. You say you're 
going to turn mie into a worm for being 
a'man,’arid you've already turned a girl 
into'a frog for no reason at all!” 

“I did too have a reason!” the witch 
shrieked angrily. “A very ‘good. reason!” 

“What, then?” Caelric barked back. 

“She was pretty, that’s why!” 

Caelric sqiintedl; trying to peer into 
the witch’s hood. “That’s no reason. 
Just because you're an ugly old crone 
doesn’t mean you have to. . .” 

“Ugly! Old?” The witch tore off her 
cloak. 

Caelric had to catch ‘his breath. 
“Dung!” “he exclaimed. This’ ‘wasn’t 
what he'd expéctéd at all. 

The witch had long’ raven*black hdir 


and “bright emerald-green eyes. A‘ 


silver‘embroidered white gown was 
draped lodsely over 4 lithe dnd well- 


muscled frame. Furiously, she glared at 


Caelric. “Well?” she said. “How old 
would you say I am, illiteraté one?” 

“T couldn't say. You're a witch, aren't 
you? You don’t look half bad, but that’ 
might be bécause of a spell.” 


“And“that’s just it!” the witch com-- 


plained. “That’s the whole problem! 
Becatise I’m a witch, no one believes I 
really look like this. Everyone’thinks 
I'm an ugly old crone, and that shes,” 
she waved an arm down the length of 
her body, * ‘is the result of some spell. 
And no yeung man wants to get friendly 
with an ugly old crone who's just pre- 
teriding to be young and beautiful.” 





““And you turhed Mari into a frog 
because she was pretty?” 

“Bécause €veryone knew she was 
really ptetty,” the witch corrected. 

“Why Mari?” 

The attractive witch shrugged curtly. 
“Because she happened to be around at 
the time.” Her eyes suddenly flared. 
“But why am I telling you this? I’m 
goihg to turn you into a worm!" 

“Wait!” Caelric yelled, holding out 
his free hand. “I think I can help you.” 

The witch raised ‘an eyebrow and 
peered at him. “How?” 

Caelric rubbed his chin. “Well, you 
could always...uh...maybe if 
you...” 

The witch’s finger began to sparkle 
with mystic energies. 

Mari jumped up on Caelric’s shoul- 
der again. “Why not’ give up’ witch- 
craft?” she suggested. “If you're no 
longer a witch, people will have to 
believe you're really beautiful.” 

The witch paused. “Give up witch- 
craft?” she said. 

“Yes!” said Caelric. “Think of all thie 
time you'd save if you ‘didn’t have to 
bother with a workroom.” 

“That's true. I never did like doing 
all this work. Perhaps I should give it 
up. It is quite a strain, you know. I'd 
have more time in the mornings for my 
exercise, certainly. Hmm. I'll have: to 
think about it.” 

“Please hurry,” said Mari. 

“Yes, I think I shall try it. Yes, the 
more I think about it, the more I like 
it! Give up witchcraft, indeed: I won- 


der why it never “occurred to me . 


before?” 
“Foice'of habit?” Cennmecic 
“Most likely,” the attraetive ex-witch 
agreed. “But that’s all beHind me, now. 


I shall have to think about what to‘dd~ 


next:”” She smiléd at Caelric: 


“Why ‘not turn ‘Mari back: into a’ 
“That's ' 


maiden?” Caelric’ suggested. 
the reason I got’ caught tip in all this.” 

The smile faded from the ex-witch’s 
lips. “Oh; I'm sorry, but I can’t do that 
if I'm not a witch anymore. Only the 
kiss of a handsome young noble cancels 
that spell.” 

“Then find Hubert fof‘us,” Mari 
said. 


Toadally Ridiculous, 














wads = 


: Haber?” 
““Caélric’s knight. 

sword he’s holding.” 
‘ ‘Caelric made a sour face. For some 
reason, he didn’t think rhuch anymore 
of the idea‘ of. Hubert thanging Mari 
batk. “Yeah,” Caeltic grumbled. “Find 
Hubert: i ‘should be able to turn Mari 
back.” x | 

, The Co nodded. “You don’t 

ound foo happy about ‘it,” she noted. 
‘ Caéltic’ faked a smile. “Of éourse “1 
ath,’ he Tied. “I promised to help Mari. 
If you locate Hubert, she’s ‘Bood 
as human.” He turned away and-mut! 
tered a curse, forgetting | that Mari sat 
om his shoulder. -- Me 

‘The attractive ex-Witch opened a 
ca inet. and withdrew a crystal ball. 
Gently, she set it on” “the: ‘table. ,“For- 
tuihately;” she said, “Tydgn’t., have to 
work-any “magic of my own to use this-” 
She took a golden necklace, front, aboyt. 


That’s -Hubert's 


her ‘neck, unclasped a silver key ‘that * . 
dangled. ftom the end of the chain, and _ 


insetted, it into the base’ of. the. ‘otb. 
Then she ‘had Caelric“touch Hubert’s 
swotd to the crystal. A high, whine 
sounded, and static crackled. 2 across ,its 
surface. “Oh, my,” she breathed. “I'm 
afraid he’s been captured.” . 

“That figures,” Caelric granted. “By 
what?” 

“A troll,” the ex-witch replied, peer- 
ing into the orb. 

“If it's one of your guards, can’ t 
you, command i it to reléase him?” Mari 
asked. i" 

“If it were s#7// one of my guards,” 
the ex-witch answered. “Tye given up 
that sort of thing, remembér?” 

“Well,” Caelric grumbled, ‘vif Mari’ s 
ever going to be human} again, I guess 
it’s up to us to save him.” He feel the 
sword. “Where's the troll’s lait?” 

The witch replaced her cloak. about 
her shoulders. “I'll take you, there,” s she 
told him. “Then we can all leave this 
swamp together. My name's Kathryne, 
by the way.’ 

Caelric chuckled. 
witch?” 

Kathryne gave him a pleasant smile. 
“Kathryne the ex-witch,” ‘she reminded , 
him. She picked up the box of Instant 
Lizard Man and walked out of the 


“Kathryne the 


Steven Franko 


fantasy book 


- ¢ 
workshop. . 
Caelric followéd, Mari clinging to hig 
shoulder. : > 
* * * * 
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Kathryne turned. away from the’ 
‘Thisty swamp and, pointed ‘ to a. cave. “It 
lives in there,” she said. “If we can lure 
it out, you can run in ahd free Hubert.” 

“But how do we-get it out?” Mari 
wondeted. 


Kathryne ‘opened’*the box. “That’s’ 


why I brought this along.” She reached 

into her cloak and brought forth a 
“lizard. With her othet hand she lifted a 
pouch from the carton. She sprinkled, 
the contents of the pouch onto,:the. 
lizard, and there was 4n eruption of 
foul-smelling smoke. Eerie flicker?“ ‘of 
light flashed, and in place of the lizard 
was a semi-human reptile. 

_ It cocked its head questioningly at 
Kathtyne. 

“There is a troll within that cave,’ 
she, told’it. Tayant you to lure it out.’ 

The. Tizard Man nodded its croco- 
dilian‘Head-anid scuttled off toward the 
cave. A moment later it scurried back 
out and raced deeper into the swamp.. 
A massive creature—the ugliest thing 
Caelric had ever seen—loped after it. 
Caelric stared after it even after the 
mist had swallowed it up, 

“Go on!” Kathryne ordered, shoving 
him toward the cave. 

Caelric shook his head clear and 
darted into the troil’s cavern. Horrid 
odors assailed his nostrils 3 as he entered, 
and disgusting beasts scampered about 
his feet. Trying hard not to lose what 
was left of his breakfast, Caelric bolted 
down the repellent tunnel, clutching 
the golden hilt of the sword. 

Ihe stone corridor widened into a 
large chamber, arid Caelric halted. 
Hanging on a wall was‘ Lord Hubert, his 
light blond hair sweeping. down into 
his face. Dirt and grime stained his lacy 
white shirt, and his reddish pants were 
torn and soiled. His feathered ‘hat lay 
on the floor. 

“Please don’t eat me,” Hubert 
modhed. “There’s a good-for-nothing 
squire in the swamp. Why don’t you go 
get him?” 

Caelric ground his teeth. “Hubert!” 


a 
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he barked; 
The lord lifted his head and stared: at 
Caelric: “You!” he cried. “Quickly, you 
buffoon! Get me down! -Hurry ,béfore 
that monster comes back.” ” 
-Caelri¢ took his time: “Oh, mu cup, ” 
he growled. 8 ll get you down.” 
“Well, hurry!” 
Caelric grumbled ds he feared 


Hubert. Not ofly am I. freeing him, he’ 


thought, but he’s the only one who can’ 


change Mari ‘back. And whoever breaks’ 
; the’spelk always gets the girl. Dung! 


“Hurry, you!” Hybert shrieked. 

Caelric unfastened"the leather strap 
holding Hubert to the wail. The: noble 
let out a screéch;-and fell to the floor in 
a heap. Furiously,, he: picked up his hat, 
stood up, and flared at.Caelri¢. “You 
clumsy, ape!” he howled. “Now you've 
made me tear my knickers! You're an 
incompetent clod, Caelric Pinzc.” 

“Well, well, well,” a deep voice 
tasped behind them. “Two pinkskins 


for‘dinner tonight! Betcha don’t know 


how glad I am to see ya. Had ta eat 
wererat again, I woulda puked!” 

Caelric let out a curse. The gruesome 
trolf stood: at the entrance to, the 
chamber, its rotting teeth showing in a 
horrible grin, thick streams of saliva 
oozing from its mouth. Even hunched 
over in its low- -ceilinged lair it towered’ 
above them. 

Caelric held out the sword. “Hold, 
you vile beast;” he roared, trying to 
sound convincing. “Let us pass, "or you 
shall taste cold steel!” 

The troll threw back its head and 
laughed. “A feisty one!” it boomed. 
“Better than that peacocked wimp! I 
know it ain't proper, but it’s been a 
long since I played with my food . 

Caelric swallowed hard as the troll 
stepped forward. A colossal arm swept 
out to grab him, but the ‘squire 
‘dodged. He brought the sword down 
hard‘ds he moved, but it deflected off 
the troll’s thick hide. Roaring with 


laughter, the troll grabbed at him 
again. 
“You'd best beware,” Caelric 


warned, springing out of harm's way. “I 
am allied with the witch!” 

The hideous toll stopped a 
moment, gazing down at Caelzric: 
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“Wrong thing ta say, ‘bud. Dumb 
broad tells me to guard her swamp! 
What for? I'd rather ‘be guardin’ a 
bridge and intimidatin’ goats! Then 
it'd be a troll bridge. Get it? A troll 
bridge! Haw haw haw!” 

Blindly, Caelric thrust. The troll let 
out'a bellow, spilling back agairist the 
far wall. Angrily, it heaved itself to its 
feet, red eyes blazing. “Stab me in the 
balls, will ya?” it thundered, lashing 
out at Caelric. 

‘The titanic arm swept over the 
squire’s head as he‘raced for the exit, 
jerking Hubért with him. The troll 
lumbeted 


after the pair, roaring 
furiously. 
“Release me, you cur!” Hubert com- 
plairied. 


“Stop struggling!” Caelric snapped 
back. “Or would you rather I left you 
here?” 

Unexpectedly, Hubert tried to stand. 
Unbalanced by the sudden move, Cael- 
tic flipped forward, crashing headlong 
into the swamp. Bright lights played 
behind his eyelids as he tried to rise, 
but an insistent dizziness gripped him. 
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“Now I got ya!” the troll snarled, 
clamping a three-fingered hand about 
Caelric’s throat. 

Caélric struggled in the troll’s hold. 
Huibert’s sword lay in the mud, and the 
lord himself was rushing off in the 
opposite direction. Gasping, Caelric 
tried to pry the troll’s fingers from his 
néck, but the green digits remained 
locked about his throat. 

Abruptly, the pressure ceased, and 
Caelric spilled ‘into the mud. Cough- 
ing, the puzzled squire ‘looked up to 
see the troll reaching behind its back. 
The Lizard Man had clambered onto 
the monster, digging its fangs into the 


troll’s throat. Roaring, the massive troll 


tore the Lizard Mani from its back and 
threw it into a tree. The semi-human 
beast exploded into a cloud*of dust as it 
struck. : 

Caelric snatched up Hubert’s sword, 
driving it forward with both hands. 
Black blood splattered his fingers as he 
shoved the blade into the troll’s“gut. 
Spitting its own datk fluid, the troll 
lunged down. Caelric rolled through 
the muck, escaping the meaty hands. 








Thundering furiously, the troll lum- 
bered after him. | . 
Kathryne stepped out from behind a 
tree. “Dumb?” she growled. “Brodd!” 
She raiséd her arms. “You want a 
bridge, do you? Well 4ave one!” Thére 
was a-blinding flash. The troll looked 
up, and his eyes went wide. A huge 
wooden bridge plummeted from the 
sky and landed’ directly atop him. 
Monstrous bones shattered, and the 
beast sank into the ground beneath his 
feet. The only trace of him left was the 
ichor dribbling out from the debris. 

Kathiryne helped Caelric to his feet. 
“Are you all right?” she queried. 

“I thought you gave up witchcraft,” 
he replied. 

She shrugged and tapped a finger to 
thé side of her nose. “I changed my 
mind,” she said. 

“Where is Mari?” 

“The frog?” She pointed in the direc- 
tion Hubert had run. “She went hop- 
ping that way. But I don’t think she'll 
catch'up to him. Is there anything I can 
do for you, rhy brave, illiterate squire?” 

“See that Mari’s cured,” was all he 
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said. ‘ 
Then, sore and battered, Caelric 
wandered off, 
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‘The mist made Caélric feel even 
mote depressed. He had fought 2 troll, 
rescued his lord,.and tried to help a gitl 
regain her humanity, and even tried to 
talk sense to an erratic witch, and what 
did it get him?. A shredded shoulder 
and a sore neck, That’s all. 

But he was used to that. Whenever 
he,pulled Hubert’s fat out of the fire, it 
usually ended this way. Nothing sur- 
prising there. The problem-was that 
now he couldn’t find the exit he'd 
cleared before. Sighing, he trudged 
further into the swamp. __ 

A faint voice sounded. “Thank you,” 
it said. 

The squire halted, jerking- his, head 
to the right. A heautiful- girl stepped 
free of the foliage,Jong dark,hair spill- 
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ing’ about her slim* shoulders, a red 
gown draping her, tied at the waist by a 
tan sash. Blinking, Caelric watched as 
she approached. . 

“The'witch gave me this after Hubert 
was done with me,” she said, indicating 
the gown. 

“Have we met?” Caelric questioned, 
staring hard at her. *s " 

The gitl smiled. “I should say we 
have, Caelric.” 

It «suddenly: clicked into place. 
“Mari!” Caelric cried. “Why did you 
follow me? What do you want?” : 

Mari looked at him closely, the faint 
trace of a frown crossing ‘her lips. “To 
thank you, of course.” 

“Well,” Caelric responded, “you've 
done that, and you’re welcome. Good- 
bye.” 

Mari reached out and took hold of 
his ‘arm. “Caelric, what's -wrong: with 
your” 

“Me? There’s nothirig wrong with 
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.me, and there’s nothing wrong with» 


you, thanks to Hubert. Goodbye.” 

Mari refused to let go of his arm. “Is 
that what it is? Caelric, Hubert" only 
broke the sorcery, and he didn’t do shat 
very well. He didn’t want to ouch me, 
let alone kiss me. He said he was afraid 
he'd get warts. And it took two kisses to 
do .it! It’s you who really helped me, 
not Hubert. The witch can keep «him, 
for all I care.” 

Caelric looked at her, and the two of 
them blushed. Awkwardly, the squire 
kicked at a clump of grass. The mud 
squished, and his balance vanished. 
With a curse, Caelric splashed into the 
swamp. 

“Ye cats!” Caelric laughed. “This is 
ridiculous!” 

Nearby,.a small green frog croaked as 
if in toadal agreement. 
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